ISO   THE FOURTEENTH AND FIFTEENTH CENTURIES

but even of encroaching on the alien's own. In the fifteenth
century Flanders saw ruin at hand. Bruges in the thirteenth
century had 40,000 looms, by 1500 it was almost deserted;
Ypres, with a population in 1408 of over 80,000, of whom some
4,000 were clothworkers, in 1486 could muster but 6,000 inhabi-
tants and less than 30 cloth factories. Attempts to shut out
English cloth from Flemish markets were met by similar decrees
in England, and England held the wool In the fourteenth
century Genoese merchants held the carrying trade of England, in
the fifteenth English merchants were fighting Italians in the Levant
for that of the Mediterranean. The struggle was bitter and un-
scrupulous. The story runs that near the end of the fourteenth
century a Genoese merchant who offered, on conditions, to make
Southampton the great western port for oriental produce on its road
to Flanders and France, was murdered at his own door by order
of great London traders. The first English ship to appear in
the Levant was captured by Genoese rivals, and henceforth fierce
fights heralded the opening of any new area to English commerce.

The Merchant Adventurers. Such an extension of enterprise
called into existence a number of free-lance merchants, at first
unorganized, who pushed their trade into every corner of the
continental coast by any sort of means they could. At first
they had swooped down on any area where the power of the
earlier comers was weakening. Antwerp, forsaken by the
Staplers, became a centre of their operations ; in Bergen, left by
the Hanseatic League, they set up their own market and for
years held their own against fire and sword ; Dantzic, where the
league was losing ground, saw 300 ships of these English adven-
turers laden with cloth for all the markets of Prussia.

But by the end of the fourteenth century they too began to
turn respectable and to desire to oust new-comers, and in 1406
Henry IV granted them a charter protecting them from ' other
meddling merchants1. Gradually the tendency to* join into
Gilds or Companies drove them together, and various companies
of Merchant Adventurers were formed in different areas, one in
the Netherlands, others in Germany and Scandinavia.